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LESSON 7: UNDERSTANDING
AND CONTROLLING STRESS
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INTRODUCTION

While dress in smdl dosss is a
normd, hedthy pat of life dress that con
tinues over long periods of time can lead to
exhaudion and possble menta or physcd
illness. This section discusses what causes
dress, how it can affect you, and ways that
you can manage it. Handling dress in your
life and recognizing symptoms of dress in
others will make your life more enjoyable and
your leadership more effective.

The media often portrays the teen
yeas as a caefree time, with few mgor
respongbilities and lots of new and exciting
experiences. Many young people know,
however, that this is only one sde of the coin.
You may not have the responghilities of your
parents, but your responshilities are growing
as you grow. New chalenges and exper-
iences, while exciting, can dso be a bit scary.
Expectations for the future can be exhila-
rating, but they can dso rexult in anxiety and
pressure to succeed. As teenagers make ther
way to adulthood, they experience a range of
emotions and changes that can make ther
high school years very stressful.
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WHAT IS STRESS?

Stress is the way your body reacts and
adjuss to the psychologicd and physcd
demands of life. It can be brought on by sStu
ations that cause fedings such as fear, irri-
tation, endangerment, excitement, and expec-
tation. Stress in smdl amounts is beneficid
and needed for motivation, improvement, and
growth. It can give you a burst of energy to
complete a project or run a race, the control
and drength to get through a difficult time, or
the inspiration to write a poem or pant a
picture. Stress can be an important factor in
your achievements and progress.

Yet, times of stress should be followed
by times of relaxation to ensure recovery from
dress. Experiencing condant stress without a
break has a negative effect on people. While
dress followed by a period of rest can
actually make a person better prepared for the
next sressful event, sress followed by more
dress without recovery in  between can
exhaust a person making him or her less pre-
pared to handle the next stressful event. Even
tudly, condant dress can affect a person
psychologicdly and physcdly, disupting
norma behavior and reaulting inillness

PHYS CAL EFFECTS OF STRESS

When your mind percelves a Studion
as dressful, it triggers a series of physcd and
chemicd reactions in your body. These
include increased blood flow to the muscles
and brain, decreased blood flow to the skin
and digestive organs, shut down of the
immune sysem, and the rdease of fud, like
fat, into the bloodstream. While these internd
reactions to stress will not be obvious to you,
noticesble results of these reactions include
increesed heart and breathing rates, muscle
tenson, dilated pupils, cold hands, and dry
mouth.
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These reactions happen as pat of a
fight or flight response developed in
primitive humans to ded with physica thrests
by ether fighting or fleang. Either way,
primitive man's mind and body placed
emphass on physcaly responding to stress-
ful gtuations by providing extra fud and
blood to the muscles while dowing or shuit-
ing down other functions.

For moden man, most stressful
gtuations are not life threatening and do not
require a physical response, yet being stuck in
a traffic jam or pushing hard to finish a report
dill causes the same physcd reactions as
those needed for fight or flight. Luckily, once
modern man deds with the dress, finishes the
sressful activity, or the source of dress goes
away, the body and al of its functions return
to normal.

On the other hand, if the source of stress
continues, the person does not deal with the
dress effectively, or the person faces stressful
gtuation after dressful gtuation, his or her
body will not recover its norma date.
Eventudly, the body’s continua reaction to
prolonged dress may result in the following
physical problems

Insomnia

Grinding or cdenching of teeth, epecidly
when degping
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Diarrhea

Indigestion

Ulcers

Nausea

Backaches
Headaches
Migraines
Uncontrollable tics or twitches
Stuttering

Allergies

Ashma

High blood pressure
Heart disease

Of paticular note is the connection
between continual sress and heart disease.
Snce mogt of moden man's dressful Stu
ations do not require phydscd action, the fat
pumped into the bloodstream to act as fue for
the muscles is left unused, collecting on artery
walls and contributing to heart disease.

PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTSOF STRESS

Gengrdly, the fird indications a
person may have of dress overload are certain
fedings, like irritability or worrying. If the
person pays datention to these fedings and
takes action to reduce dress, the effects of
dress will not cortinue. If, however, the
person ignores these initid waning dgns and
seeks no relief from dress, he or she will
experience more psychologica effects and
probably begin to experience some of the
physicd effects discussed previoudy.

Psychologicdly,
cause:

continud  dress  may

Irritability
Excessve worrying
Anxiety

Ingbility to relax
Forgetfulness
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Disorganization

Inability to concentrate

Inability to complete tasks

Lack of energy

Trouble with relationships

Changed edting habits over- or under-
egting with corresponding weight gain or
loss

Use or increased use of acohol and other
drugs

Lowered sdlf-esteem

Fedings of discouragement

Excessive fedings of guilt or sdf-blame
Emotiond overreaction, like exploding or
crying without reason

Waking from deep with a sense of doom
Didnterest in theworld and life
Disdidaction with things tha were
previoudy stisfying

Tendency to avoid people and activities,
even those that were previoudy enjoyed
Unexplained fedings of hdplessness or
hopelessness

Depression

When dress continues to Qo
unchecked, negative fedings, like depresson
and hopdessness, can intengfy over time In
severe cases, people can become depressed
enough to try to commit suicide. It is
important, therefore, to lisen to your fedings,
relate them to what is hgppening in your life,
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and respond to them promptly before the
effects of stress get out of hand.

WHAT CAN CAUSE STRESS?

Causes of dress and levels of stress
experienced under certain circumstances vary
from person to person depending on ther
persondities and tolerance for  different
Studions and experiences. For example, an
outgoing person may find public spesking
easy and enjoyable, while a shy person may
find it difficult and frightening. On the other
hand, the shy person may be quite content to
dudy aone, while the outgoing person may
find dudying done neve-wracking. Neither
of these people is better or worse than the
other — they are smply two different people
recting differently to the same gStuations. So,
do not compare yoursdf with others when it
comes to dress. What is important is that you
understand what causes you stress and learn
to manage it before the dress “mismanages’
youl.

Read through the following items that
are common causes of dress for many young
people. Think about which ones are stressful
for you and whether or not they are things that
you can control. Recognizing what causes
your gressis a step toward managing it.

PERSONAL HABITS

Poor time management
Poor diet

Irregular deep habits
Lack of exercise

SOCIAL

Conflicts with family or friends

Peer pressure to use acohol, tobacco, or
drugs

Peer pressure to engage in a sexud
relaionship
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Pressure to be popular
Lack of money

MAJOR LIFE CHANGES

Degth in the family
Severeillnessin the family
Parents divorce

Parent remarries

Moving

Changing schools

ENVIRONMENTAL

Air and noise pollution

Feding confined

Overcrowding

Poor lighting

Uncomfortable temperature

Feding unsafe in your neighborhood,
home, or school

RESPONSBILITIES

Participating in too many activities

Having  unredigic  expectations  of
yoursdlf

Constant deadlines

Concern about grades

Concern  about college and  career
decisons

Having to work and go to school

Having to care for younger brothers or
ssters

STRESS STRATEGIES

There is no way to diminate dress
completly from life In fact, as previoudy
explained, a stress-free life would not even be
desrable, snce dress in reasonable amounts
ads peformance, credtivity, and problem
solving. Letting sress get out of hand, how-
ever, is a common problem in today’s hectic
world. Fortunately, once you recognize Sgns
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of dress overload in yoursdf and identify its
cause, you can dther diminate the source of
dress or, if it is not possble to diminate it,
learn to manage the stress associated with it.

PREVENTING STRESS OVERLOAD

The best way to ensure stress does not get
the best of you is to follow life-long habits
that promote mentd and physicd well-beng.
Geting plenty of deep, edting wdl-baanced
meds, and exercidng regulaly will hep you
cope better with dressful gtuations, while
mantaning a pogtive outlook will hep you
face difficulties with more confidence. In
addition to these commonsense approaches,
the following can dso promote well-being
and prevent stress overload.

Manage your time with daly, weekly,
andlor monthly schedules. In addition to
scheduling time for school, study, extra
curicular activities, etc., make sure you
dlow enough time for deep, unhurried
meds, relaxation, and other things you

enjoy.

Take care of your problems as soon as
possble avoiding them will not make
them go away. The longer you put off
deding with a problem, the more anxious
you will fed about it, and the more dress
you will create for yoursdlf.

Keep a journd of the gtuations you find
dressful — for each dgtuation, explan
why you find it dressful, how you
handled it, and whether or not you believe
you could handle it better in the future.

Devdop a hobby andior participate
regularly in an activity you enjoy.
Take some time every day to do some-

thing you find rdaxing — whether it is
dtting quetly done and thinking, taking
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with a good friend on the phone, or
laughing & your favorite Stcom.

N

Tdk over problems with people you trust
and who you know are good listeners.
Keeping dl your thoughts and fedings to
yourself can be very dressful. While you
may beieve you can handle dl your
problems on your own, everyone needs a
least one person to confidein.

Accept that throughout life you will
encounter  dressful - Stuations that  you
cannot or should not avoid, but recognize
that you have control over how you
approach and respond to those dtuations.
For example, while Shelley dreads going
to the dentigt, she redizes it is important,
and ingead of dweling on how much she
hates it, focuses on the benefits of dentd
care to her ovedl hedth and on how
good her teeth will look and fed after the
dentd gppointment. Approaching sressful
dtuations podtivedy and looking to the
ultimate outcome of the dtuation can
lowver the amount of dress you
experience.

When you do have a choice, do not
paticipate in activities you find sressful
and umrewarding. Often times, young
people will take part in activities because
their friends do, they bdieve thar parents
want them to, or they just beieve they
must do it dl. Only you know which
activities are enjoyable and worthwhile to
you, which bring you negative dress, and
how many things you can do before
getting overloaded. Be honest with your-
sf and with those who care about you in
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making decisons about participating in
catan activities. If taking aerobics with
your friends makes you fed more uptight
than hedthy and rdaxed, and you would
redly rather get your exercise going for a
wak done, let your friends know how
you fed, then do what is best for you.

Be prepared when you know you will
have to face a dresful gtuation. For
example, if you know that you mus give a
class presentation, plan for it and rehearse
it until you fed comfortable with it. By
preparing for it, you will be more cdm
during the time leading up to the presen
tation and will fed more confident when

giving it.

Do not use tobacco, alcohol, or other
drugs. Using drugs does not solve any
problems and, more often than not, causes
New Ones.

Do not be ovely sdf-critica; remember
that meking midekes is pat of the
growing process and that learning from
them will make you more successful in
the future.

If you can, limit the number of changes
you make in your life & any one time. For
example, if in the same week that you
dart a new job after school, you also start
getting up ealier each morning to jog
before school, you are probably putting
too much pressure on yoursdf. To limit
your gress leve, get used to the new
routine of having an dter-school job
before you add anything dse to your
schedule.

Lean a rdaxation technique like
meditation, visualization, or deep
breathing.
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RELAXATION TECHNIQUES

Try udng thee rdaxation techniques when
you notice the warning signs of sress.

Deep Breathing

1. While closng your eyes, take a deep
bresth in through your nose so that your
abdomen expands.

2. Sowly exhde through your mouth, letting
dl the ar out of your lungs and dlowing
your stomach to contract.

3. Repeat for 5to 10 minutes.

The Worry Box

1. Start deep breathing.

2. Visudize abox that hasalock and key.

3. Imagine yoursdf putting al your worries

and fears in the box, then dosing the lid
and locking it with the key.

4. Imagine yoursdf putting the key
somewhere out of sgnt — like under a
meattress or on the top shef of a closst —
and, therefore, out of mind.
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Meditation

1. Find a quiet place where you can be aone

for at least 10 minutes.

. Sit on the floor with your legs crossed.

Some people put one or both of their feet
up onto ther inner thighs when medi-
tating. Keep your back and neck sraight.
Rdax your ams with your hands in your
lap or on your knees — pams up or
down, whichever feds most comfortable
to you.

. Close your eyes and try to empty your

mind. Many people do this by concen
trating on ther breathing or on a sngle
word, image, or sound.

Quick Calming Response

1. Tun inward and “ligen” to a sound or

word that you find relaxing and choose to
use when stress overload hits.

. As you repeat the sound or word insde

yoursdf, dowly take deep breaths in and
out, visudizing the rdease of the “tense
ar’ from your body with each exhded
breath.
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Progressive Relaxation

1. St or lie down in a comfortable postion
and begin deep breething.

2. As you inhde, tighten the muscles in your
head and neck area.

3. Rdax the tensed muscles as you dowly
exhde.

4. Continue with dl parts of your body,
working your way from heed to foot.

LETTING OFF STEAM

Sometimes, dressful Stuations can make
you fed frusrated and angry. To keep the
dress from getting the better of you and
possibly “losing your coal,” try the following:

Take severd deep breaths, rdeasing
tenson with each exhale.

Close your eyes and visudize yoursdf in
acaming Stuation or place.

Take a bresk, if possble; remove yoursdlf
from the problem or gtuation until you
fed more rdlaxed and under control.

Andyze the importance of the Stuation.
Does it redly metter if someone cuts you
off in traffic or bumps into you and does
not excuse him or hersdf? Is it worth
feding angry about or wading your time
and energy on? ks it better just to forget it
and move on?

If something is important to you and you
can take action, confront the person or
dtuation cdmly. If it is not possble to
confront the person or problem directly,
let off steam, depending upon the Stua-
tion, by either taking to someone you
trus or writing an angry letter, then
throwing it away.
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Work off tenson with a physcad activity,
like screaming into a pillow, taking a
walk, or lifting weights.

STRESSAND LEADERSHIP

As a leader, learn to manage your own
dress effectively, so that you do not creste a
negative environment for your followers.
Recognize that your behavior can directly
affect the dtress level of your group of cadets.
Stress in groups can be increased to counter-
productive and unhedlthy levels when leaders:

Act unpredictably.

Congantly find fault with ther followers
which egis away a ther followers sdf-
esteem and results in increased anxiety.

Set up winVlose Stuaions in which ether
they are rignt and therr followers are
wrong or vice versa

Demand too much or too little of thar
followers.

Leaders can keep agroup’s stress to
hedthy leves by:

Allowing some paticipaion in the
decison-making process, which creates a
feding of trus and ussfulness in follow-
ers, and promotes team spirit and cooper-
ation within the group.

Giving credit where it is due and prase
when warranted.

Offering  condructive  criticism  when

necessay.

Having a good working knowledge of the
tasks the group needs to perform.
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Monitoring and tracking tasks as they are
performed and offering guidance when
necessary.

As a leader, you must dso be aware of
any indications that cadetls ae feding or
acting “dressed out.” If you redize someone
is showing sgns of dress, let them know that
you have noticed they have not been them
sves lady, or ask if everything is okay with
them. Your concern will probably encourage
them to tak to you about how they ae
feding, and jugt the fact that they are taking
about it and you ae ligening can hep to
relieve their stress.

DEPRESSION

People often say, “Oh, I'm <0
depressed,” when they are having a bad day
or because some unhappy event has recently
occurred. Sadness and grief are normal reac-
tions to certain events in life. A person who is
having a pasing blue mood is not truly
depressed. For minor low moods, stimulating
or enjoyable activities, like running or reading
a good book, are often dl that is needed to
ralse aperson’s spirits.

Magor depression, on the other hand,
is a serious illness that requires treatment. It
affects the whole body and involves thoughts,
fedings, bodily functions, and behaviors.
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Most people usudly recover from bad events
in life after a reasonable amount of time
depressed people do not. And while some
cases of depresson can be traced to a specific
sressful experience, other cases of depresson
sem to have no apparent reason for
occurring.

An episode of depresson can occur
once in a peson's life or many times A
depressed person’s symptoms may last for
months, years, or a lifetime. Depresson can
be s0 severe that the person cannot function
a dl. Some people who ae chronicaly
depressed are able to function, but never fed
redly wdl, content, or happy. They may be
unaware that they are even depressed, because
they are s0 used to feding that way.

Depending upon the individuad and the
severity of the illness, a depressed person will
experience a vaiety of these symptoms to
different degrees. Note that many of these
symptoms are Smilar to symptoms of sress.

Constantly feding sad or “empty”

Fedling hopeless, worthless, and helpless
Unable to make decisons, remember
things, or concentrate

Loss of interest in normdly pleasurable
activities

Irritability

Dignterest in school, & home, and in
other activities

Not caring about appearance

Avoiding people daying adone mos of
thetime

Difficulty ~ concentrating,
and making decisions
Problems fdling adegp and then problems
getting up

Loss of appetite

Feding tired and “dowed down” dl the
time

remembering,

43



Chapter 1: Achieving a Healthy Lifestyle

Chronic aches and pans and digedive
problems

Frequent thoughts of death and/or suicide
Suicide attempts

It is important to remember that
depression is a red illness and not caused by
persond weekness. Potential for developing
some kinds of depresson may be inherited,
and therefore, biologicdly related. For
ingance, manic-depressive illness seems to
occur in people whose genetic makeup is
different than those who do not become ill;
however, not everyone who has the genetic
makeup for the illness gets it. This suggedts
that other factors, such as dress, dso play a
role in the development of the disease.

As with dress phydcdly active
people who eat well and get plenty of deep
tend to fed less depressed than people with
less hedthy lifestyles. Therefore, if you are
feding mildly depressed, take a look at your
current egting, deeping, and exercise habits,
and try to meke some changes there. In
addition, do things you enjoy, try something
different that you have dways wanted to do,
talk to friends, spend time outsde snce the
color green and the sun are known to boost
soirits, and try not to pressure or push
yoursdlf for awhile.

Likewise, if you know someone who
is exhibiting Sgns of depresson, teke the time
to ligen to how they ae feding and offer
them your support. Give them the suggestions
liged above for lifting ther soirits and
bresking out of negeative habits Be pdient.
Often, depressed people are not fun to be
aound and may even try to push you away,
but they redly need a friend to understand
and encourage them to try to make some
changes.

If after giving these suggedtions a try,
you think his or her depresson is worsening
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or becoming long-term, encourage your friend
to seek help. Likewise, if you yoursdf are
depressed and believe it is worsening and
continuing, seek help. Doctors, psychologists,
counsdors, mentad hedth dinics hogpitas,
family sarvices socid agencies, and private
clinics are among the many people and places
tha offer hdp for dl types of emctiond
disorders, including depresson.

ANXIETY

Anxigy is a feding tha everyone
experiences occasondly when deding with
things they fear or worry about. Unlike
depression, which makes people fed tired and
unenergetic, anxiety makes people fed
nevous and energeticc dmost as if they
canot gt dill. Like dress anxiety in gmal
amounts and for short durdtion can be
beneficid. It can give you a spurt of energy
and sharpen your mind. Too much anxiety,
however, can be harmful and lessen your
ability to peform. For example, while a little
awxiety before giving a speech can heghten
your powers of recdl, projection, and
expresson, too much anxiety can make you
freeze, forgetting information and Stammering
through the presentation.

To keep axiety from getting the best
of you, admit to yoursdf those things you fear
and/or worry about. Then, when you know
you will have to ded with one of them, make
sure you are thoroughly prepared for it —
practice for the speech, study for the tes,
rehearse the dance routine, workout fathfully
before the big meet, etc. Being unprepared
will only fud your anxiety. When you dart to
worry or fed afraid, remind yoursdf thet it is
a wade of your enegy, then visudize
yoursdf doing well instead. Prior to the event
or dtuation, focus on its pogtive outcomes,
use the rdaxation techniques discussed
previoudy, and avoid caffeine which only
increases anxigty.
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While it is nomd to be mildy
axious about something that frightens or
worries us, feding anxious without a specific
reason can indicate an anxiety disorder. When
a peson experiences anxiety over a long
period of time that is reaed to so many
worries and fears the anxiety has become
generalized, the person is suffering from
free-flogting anxiety. Often, the effects of
free-floating anxiety ae the same as dress
overload.

When a person experiences anxiety
attacks, which are strong, sudden attacks of
anxiety for no apparent reason that last only a
few minutes, he or she feds panic and
extreme dSress accompanied by dizziness
faintness, rapid heartbest, excessve
perspiration, and nausea. A person having an
anxiety atack is not adle to function until the
atack passes. Some people have severe
axiety attacks so frequently that they ae
condantly feaful and unable to cope with

many things in life People suffering from
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excessve anxiety, whether free floating or
anxiety attacks, should seek help from a
counselor who can help them reduce or learn
to ded with their anxiety.

CONCLUSION

Humans experience a wide range of
emotions and not al of them ae plessant.
Yet, even certan uncomfortable emotions like
dress and awiety ae beneficid in smdl
doses. Sometimes, though, because of hectic,
hurried schedules and pressures to do too
many things or things we do not necessaily
enjoy, stress can get out of hand. When you
dat feding and showing warning dgns of
stress overload, step back and take a look at
wha is going on in your life Ask yoursdf
what is causng your symptoms of stress, then
take care of it or reduce the sress you
associate with it.

Meanwhile, to be prepared for the
dressful  events that will surdy pop up
throughout your life, mantan a hedthy
lifestyle s0 that you are better able to handle
whatever life throws your way. Keep negative
stress and anxiety a bay by doing things you
enjoy, learning ways to rdax, and thinking
positively.

Remember, if these uncomfortable
emotions ever become extreme or last for
long periods of time, seek help. They can be
disuptive to your mentd and physcd wdl-
being and can even be initid indications of
mentd illness and physicad disease.
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